INTRODUCTION
Ergot has long been thought to be one of several causes of reproductive failure in herbivorous mammals, particularly cattle, sheep and pigs. As far as the present authors are aware, no scientifically based experimental assessment of the rôle of ergot in reproductive failure in sheep or cattle has been reported in the literature. Thus the present study, being an extension of previous experiments on non-pregnant sheep (Greatorex & Mantle, 1973) , was designed to provide a basis for assessing the danger of ergot during pregnancy in this species.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Ergot sclerotia and ergot alkaloid
The Czechoslovakian rye ergot sclerotia, containing 0-29% total alkaloids of which the principal component was ergotamine, and the ergotamine tartrate B.P. used in the present studies were from the same batches as were used previously by Greatorex & Mantle (1973 
Preparation of alkaloid-free ergots
Milled ergot sclerotia (1-33 kg) were mixed with sodium bicarbonate (150 g) and distilled water (200 ml), packed into a glass column (15 60 cm) and then percolated slowly in the dark for 2 days with analar diethyl ether (11 litres) followed by acetone (5 litres). The ether extract was extracted with 3 % tartaric acid (5 600 ml) to remove the alkaloid and the alkaloid-free ether was evapor¬ ated to leave the ergot oil.
The acetone was evaporated from the acetone extract, and 3°/ 0 tartaric acid (100 ml) and ether (200 ml) were added to the residue. After shaking, the remaining oil and alkaloid were partitioned into the organic and aqueous phases, respectively. The ether phase was evaporated and added to the oil obtained from the ether percolate.
The combined ergot oil extract was mixed with the extracted ergot tissue, from which residual acetone had been removed in a stream of warm air (27°C), and the reconstituted alkaloid-free ergot was later formulated for dosing by suspending in water.
The combined tartaric acid extracts were adjusted to pH 8-5 with NH4OH, extracted twice with chloroform and the combined chloroform extract was taken to dryness. The total weight of alkaloid thus extracted from the ergot agreed closely with the amount expected from previous assays (Greatorex & Mantle, 1973) of the batch of ergot sclerotia. A small sample (3g) ofthe extracted ergot was subsequently assayed (Mantle, 1967) and found to be alkaloid-free. Widespread haemorrhage was present in the abomasum, duodenum and proximal ileum but was less in evidence in the distal parts of the intestines.
Reconstitution of ergot
There was no evidence of haemorrhage formation in the subcutaneous and periosteal tissues in the region of the fetlocks, nor was there any necrosis of the tip of the tongue. The ears and tail were free from lesions.
(2) Administration by a ruminai cannula. Sheep 2, approximately 3 months pregnant, showed no clinical symptoms during the 3-day dosing period but in the immediate withdrawal period the ewe became dull and refused food. Breathing became dyspnoeic with a 'thumping' type of action. The extremities of the hind legs became cold but the temperature of the fore feet remained normal. By the 6th day, salivation had commenced and necrosis of the tongue was evident. On the following day (7th), the muzzle and face had become oedematous and the tip of the tongue showed indications of sloughing.
By (Cunningham, Swan & Hopkirk, 1944; Greatorex & Mantle, 1973) that the tongue of the sheep is commonly affected in ergot poisoning.
There are three ways in which the known pharmacological properties of ergotamine might cause pregnancy failure. First, ergotamine is an oxytocic drug (Hofmann, 1972) (Mantle, 1969) and it is probable that this is mediated through the same mechanism of prolactin inhibition as has been demonstrated for closely related ergot alkaloids (Edwardson & Macgregor, 1969; Finn & Mantle, 1969) . Ergotamine also causes agalactia in the pig, presumably through prolactin inhibition (Nordskog & Clarke, 1945) , and the failure of the same batch of ergot sclerotia as used in the present studies to affect the implantation stage of pregnancy in the pig (Bailey, Wrathall & Mantle, 1973 ) is in accord with the absence of prolactin-induced decidualization in this species (Amoroso, 1952) .
The concentration of prolactin in the maternal plasma of the sheep has been measured throughout pregnancy (McNeilly, 1971) 
